PREFACE

In September 1980 the Department of Agriculture and the Food
and Drug Administration entered into a contract with the National
Academy of Sciences to examine the health effects of dietary nitrate
and nitrite and to evaluate possible alternatives to nitrite added
to food as a preservative. Accordingly, the Committee on Nitrite
and Alternative Curing Agents in Food was established within the
Assembly of Life Sciences of the National Academy of Sciences/
National Research Council.  The committee was charged with the
task of reviewing scientific literature pertaining to these sub-
jects and preparing two reports.  In this volume, its first report,
the committee has attempted to assess the health risks associated
with overall exposure to nitrate, nitrite, and N-nitroso compounds,
placing emphasis on the risks resulting from natural and added
nitrate and nitrite in food and the utility of nitrite added to
food.  In the second report, it will review the status of research
and future prospects for developing feasible alternatives to the use
of nitrite as a preservative.

A special effort was made to ensure that the collective knowledge
of the committee encompassed all the types of expertise needed to
conduct a study of this scope.  The resultant multidisciplinary
committee includes the biomedical expertise that was needed to evaluate
the toxicological and carcinogenic significance of exposures to food
additives and environmental chemicals, the metabolism and pharmaco-
kinetics of xenobiotic compounds, and the practicality, antimicrobial
efficacy, and utility of food additives.

A broad search was conducted to gather the information needed by
the committee during its study. This effort went beyond a review
of the vast scientific literature to include requests for information
from scientists not on the committee, federal agency officials, and
consultants from the food industry and trade associations.  Consultants
were also invited to make oral presentations or to prepare papers for
consideration by the committee. In January 1981, a widely advertised
public meeting was held in an attempt to ensure that all those wishing
to contribute material to the committee had the opportunity to do
so.

The committee recognizes that the subject of its study is of
great interest to the public, which is concerned about the safety of
the food supply; to the food industry, which must provide a safe and
economical product while earning a fair commercial return; and to
the regulatory agencies, which are responsible for monitoring produc-
tion and distribution of food in the interest of public health.
Having recognized these interests, the committee has directed its
attention and efforts toward scientific matters requiring elucidation
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